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Napoleon Bonaparte famously said, “An army marches on its stomach.” As a journal editor, one quickly learns that 
journals rely as profoundly on their reviewers 
as soldiers rely on their provisions.
What journals need
It is critical, of course, for journals to receive 
manuscripts based on well-done studies written 
in a clear, accurate manner. At the other end 
of the publication process, one needs profes-
sionals who copyedit the text and ensure that 
data are properly displayed and all references 
correctly cited. Between submission and pro-
duction, though, there must be scrupulous 
attention to both the broad import of reported 
findings and the details, down to the most 
minute. How are other groups’ results sum-
marized, is the methodology section adequate 
to allow replication of specific assays, are the 
data of high quality, is the choice of statistical 
analysis correct? Does finding A, even if well 
documented, justify conclusion B? Are impor-
tant controls missing? Is there an undeclared 
conflict of interest?
Equally in need of detection are papers 
that, although flawed in their submitted form, 
offer sufficient new (and correct) observations 
that salvage is appropriate. For journals for-
tunate enough to receive many more papers 
than can be published, it is also necessary to 
determine which papers, even if sound in their 
methodologic approach and data analysis and 
interpretation, are simply not sufficiently inter-
esting or important to warrant acceptance.
The above are high-level tasks. They require 
a keen sense of logic, attention to detail, 
broad mastery of the literature, “good taste” in 
science, an open mind, and considerable judg-
ment and maturity. There can be no bias against 
ideas or individuals. Finally, fair and careful 
informed review of a manuscript takes precious 
time from the reviewer’s own pursuits.
the paradox
Last year JID gratefully relied on 1281 primary 
reviewers to evaluate 931 submitted manu-
scripts, many requiring further evaluation after 
revision (overall, 2,546 reviews were completed 
in 2011). Each of these submissions, along with 
the primary reviews, was then evaluated by two 
members of the Editorial Board and the Editor-
in-Chief. This process resulted in a 30% accep-
tance rate, with an average of 40 days until a 
first decision of accept, revise, or reject. Given 
the generally high quality of submitted manu-
scripts, this record speaks not only to the large 
number of review hours but to the difficult priori-
tization of papers in vastly different areas within 
derma tology and cutaneous biology. As well, the 
record speaks to the timeliness of review at all 
levels that often requires assigning a higher prior-
ity to the work of submitting authors than to one’s 
own urgent and important business.
Given the irreplaceable central role of peer 
review in medical and scientific publishing, 
and the equally central importance of publish-
ing in stringently peer-reviewed journals to the 
careers of those who perform the studies and 
submit the manuscripts, any reasonable system 
would reward reviewers handsomely, and the 
role of reviewer would be highly prestigious 
and sought after.
My own experience, which I believe is repre-
sentative, is quite different. In more than 30 years 
of regularly reviewing manuscripts for a wide 
range of journals—clinical and scientific, those 
in mainstream dermatology and those aimed to 
a “broad audience,” highly prestigious and far 
less prestigious—I have generally been reward-
ed only with requests that I review more manu-
scripts and occasionally with a reminder that my 
review is now due or overdue. A few journals 
offer continuing medical education (CME) cred-
it or publish reviewers’ names at year end with 
thanks from the journal. None, to my knowledge, 
offers financial reimbursement. 
Thus, the paradox: a difficult and time-
sensitive, time-consuming task is regularly 
performed gratis and (almost) anonymously by 
many highly skilled and busy individuals, all 
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of whom have attractive alternative uses for their time and 
talents. What is their motivation? Are they simply masochists?
the payback
The rewards to reviewers are several, and their relative value 
undoubtedly varies among individuals. For me, serving as a 
reviewer provides an opportunity to learn, to see new work 
in my areas of interest. Very often, by reading the paper more 
critically than if it were already published, I learn more. 
Because many journals eventually provide their reviewers 
with the comments of other reviewers (anonymously) for 
the same paper, I also learn from these critiques. At times it 
feels almost like a self-evaluation exercise: how many of the 
legitimate weaknesses did I identify? Did I catch problems not 
noted by other content experts?
At a more altruistic level, I enjoy the sense—possibly 
not always shared by the submitting authors—that I have 
contributed to their report in various ways and to the journal 
by recommending its acceptance, revision, or rejection. At 
an even more abstract level, a reviewer can take comfort in 
knowing that he or she is making a small but critical contribu-
tion to the research and academic communities that rely so 
heavily on peer review.
If a reviewer becomes a “regular,” an invitation to serve 
on the journal’s editorial board may follow. This often entails 
more (unpaid) work, a modicum of prestige, and new insights 
into the publishing process as well as pleasant and instruc-
tive peer interactions.
the plea
If you are already an active reviewer, thank you. Let us know 
what JID could do to make your experience more rewarding 
(jideditor@sidnet.org).
If you are not an active reviewer, we welcome you 
to provide us with your contact information, affiliation, 
area(s) of expertise, and the name of an Editorial Board 
member familiar with your work and professional perspec-
tive (jideditor@sidnet.org). If you are in our database but 
have declined the last two review requests, please consider 
whether you would again wish to experience the warm glow 
that accompanies a review well done (see above) and let us 
know that you are now available (jideditor@sidnet.org).
There was a wise man, a reviewer,
Who got a flawed paper to skewer,
But he saw at last
A gem others sassed
And wrote, “Make it better and truer!
Please pull this work from out the sewer!”
The authors did greatly redo her.
It’s now cover art,
But right at the start
‘Twas saved by a savvy reviewer!
Barbara A. Gilchrest
Editor
